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Writings of Dashiell Hammett
J. A. Zumoff
	 At	first	glance,	Dashiell	Hammett	appears	a	common	figure	in	American	
letters.	He	 is	 celebrated	 as	 a	 left-wing	writer	 sympathetic	 to	 the	American	
Communist	Party	 (CP)	 in	 the	1930s	amid	 the	Great	Depression	and	 the	 rise	
of	 fascism	in	Europe.	Memories	of	Hammett	are	often	associated	with	 labor	
and	social	struggles	in	the	U.S.	and	Communist	“front	groups”	in	the	post-war	
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While	 technically	 correct,	 this	 imprecision	obscures	 the	 fact	 that	Hammett’s	
literary	activity,	in	the	1920s,	and	his	subsequent	political	activity	in	the	post-
war	 period	 are	 different.	Certainly	Hammett’s	 importance	 as	 a	Communist	
sympathizer	was	enhanced	by	his	writings,	but	the	proper	context	in	which	to	
place	these	writings	is	in	the	pre-Communist	1920s	and	not	the	1930s.	
	 While	many	writers	 started	 on	 the	 radical	 left	 and	moved	 to	 the	 right	
in	 the	 post-war	 period,	Hammett	 started	 as	 a	member	 of	 the	 notorious	 anti-


































Americans	might	 take	control	of	 their	 lives.”9	 In	contrast,	 through	 the	1920s	
Hammett	was	indeed	in	political	transition,	his	starting	point	was	a	conservative,	
even	 reactionary	 worldview	 that	 saw	 the	 world	 as	 fundamentally	 and 
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with	 long	criminal	 records	who	made	a	profession	of	 their	
work.21
	 Not	only	did	Hammett	join	the	Pinkertons	when	their	anti-working-class	





of	 these	 guards	 and	 striker-replacements	 frequently	 triggered	 the	worst	 riots	
in	 labor	disputes.”22	This	history	was	 reflected	 in	numerous	books	about	 the	
Pinkertons.	Allan	Pinkerton	himself	wrote	eighteen	books.	The	first,	published	
in	 1877,	 a	 year	 of	 great	 labor	 struggle	 and	 anti-radical	 hysteria,	 describes	 a	
Pinkerton’s	 infiltration	 of	 the	Molly	Maguires.	 In	 1907,	Morris	Friedman,	 a	
disgruntled	Pinkerton	employee,	wrote	an	exposé,	The Pinkerton Labor Spy. 
Conan	Doyle	wrote	 a	Sherlock	Holmes	 story	 about	 the	Pinkerton	 campaign	
against	the	Molly	Maguires,	The Valley of Fear (1915).23	Before	Hammett,	the	
most	famous	Pinkerton	author	was	Charles	A.	Siringo,	an	operative	from	1886	
until	the	first	decade	of	the	twentieth	century.	Any	literate	American	would	have	
heard	of	Siringo’s	A Cowboy Detective: A True Story of Twenty-Two Years with a 
World Famous Detective Agency (1912).24	He	frankly	describes	how	he	decided	to	
become	a	detective	in	revulsion	against	the	Haymarket	Square	“riot”	in	Chicago	
in	1886,	when	police	attacked	an	anarchist	demonstration	which	was	demanding	
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Frank Little and Hammett’s Political Evolution
	 Central	to	the	myth	of	Hammett’s	conversion	to	Marxism	from	Pinkerton	
is	the	murder	of	IWW	organizer	Frank	Little	during	a	copper	strike	in	Butte,	
Montana.	For	 several	 years,	 there	 had	been	wave	 after	wave	of	 anti-radical	
violence,	especially	against	IWW	militants,	which	intersected	a	fear	of	radicalism,	
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Even	if	we	ignore	the	issue	of	Hellman’s	accuracy—the	papers	at	the	University	
of	Texas	at	Austin’s	Ransom	Center	reveal	her	assertive	control	of	Hammett’s	









	 Studies	 of	 the	Butte	 strike	 do	 not	 discuss	 the	Pinkertons	 (despite	 their	
decades-long	hostility	towards	the	WFM),	and	those	addressing	Little’s	murder	do	
not	mention	Hammett.35	Contemporary	accounts	do	not	mention	the	Pinkertons.	


































That	is,	Hammett	did	not	become	a	radical	until	at least a decade	after	quitting	






















Hammett	wrote	for	the	Saturday Review of Literature	(January	1927)	establishes	
both	Hammett’s	detective	credentials	and	his	disdain	for	the	genre	in	the	first	
paragraph:














found	 I	 could	 sell	 the	 stories	 easily	when	 it	 became	known	 that	 I	 had	been	
a	Pinkerton	man,”	he	 told	 an	 interviewer	 in	1957.	 “People	 thought	my	 stuff	
was	 authentic.”52	One	 example	 is	 bootlegged	 alcohol.	Hammett’s	 characters	
are	 constantly	drinking;	 besides	 reflecting	Hammett’s	 own	drunkenness,	 this	































whitewash	 the	Pinkerton’s	 anti-labor	 activity.59	Rather	 than	 being	 somehow	
“proletarian”	or	“Marxist”	writings,	Hammett’s	Op	stories	disappear	the	class	
struggle	entirely	and	present	a	prettified	image	of	the	Pinkertons.	
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The Politics of Corruption in Hammett’s Early Fiction
	 It	 is	 hard	 to	 say	whether	Hellman	 is	 correct	 that	Hammett’s	 experience	
as	a	Pinkerton	made	him	grasp	the	corrupt	nature	of	American	society.	If	so,	
the	wonder	 is	 that	 it	 took	 so	 long	 for	 him	 to	 discover	 this.	Corruption	was	
















Every	criminal,	 every	gambler,	 every	 thug,	 every	 libertine,	
every	girl	ruiner,	every	home	wrecker,	every	wife	beater,	every	
dope	peddler,	 every	 crooked	politician,	 every	pagan	papist	
priest,	every	shysta	lawyer,	every	K	[night]	of	C[olumbus],	


















































The	detective	 story	 is	 the	 realm	of	 the	 happy	 ending.	The	
criminal	 is	 always	 caught.	 Justice	 is	 always	 done.	Crime	
never	pays.	Bourgeois	 legality,	bourgeois	values,	bourgeois	
society,	 always	 triumph	 in	 the	 end.	 It	 is	 soothing,	 socially	
integrating	literature,	despite	its	concern	with	crime,	violence	
and murder.65
Crime	novels,	 therefore,	 are	 based	 on	 the	model	 of	 “irrationality	 upsetting	
rationality”	followed,	through	the	intervention	of	the	detective,	by	“rationality	
restored	 after	 irrational	 upheavals.”66	As	Sean	McCann	 shows,	 the	 classical	
detective	story	 reflects	and	reinforces	 the	classical	 liberal	view	of	a	 rational,	



























exposed	 elements	 such	 as	 violence,	 corruption,	 and	 criminal	 organizations,	
against	which	a	 lone	detective	could	do	 little	or	nothing.”73	The	First	World	






transcend	 the	 bankruptcy	of	 capitalism,	 as	well	 as	 fascists	who	promised	 to	
restore	capitalist	stability	and	order	through	violence	and	repression	against	the	
working	class.
	 The	U.S.	 was	 spared	 such	 dramatic	 polarization;	 although	 both	 the	
revolutionary	 left	 and	 the	 fascistic	 right	 grew	dramatically,	 the	 country	was	
marked	by	so-called	“normalcy.”	The	late	teens	and	early	twenties	experienced	
increasing	 anti-labor,	 anti-socialist	 (and	 racist)	 violence	 and	 repression,	 but	
ultimately,	the	state	was	able	to	maintain	capitalist	stability	without	resorting	to	
fascism.	Order	and	efficiency	were	the	watchwords	of	a	rapidly	industrializing	
American	 society.	The	 study	 of	 business	management	 attained	 academic	








































of	 contemporary	 society	 from	a	 pessimistic	 perspective.”80	 James	Naremore	
locates	Hammett’s	power	in	his	“deeply	critical	and	skeptical	attitude	towards	
American	 society”	 and	his	 endings	which	 “are	 always	 bleak.”81	While	Sean	
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writers	have	been	compared	to	T.S.	Eliot’s	The Waste Land (1922).86	Hammett’s	















interjects	 “Communist	 themes”	 into	 his	 early	writings	 seems	 far-fetched;90 
Hammett’s	novels	avoided	either	pro-	or	anti-Communist	sentiments.
	 Politics	for	Hammett	were	not	about	big	ideologies	but	squalid	corruption	
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	 Scholars	 of	European	 literature	 have	 debated	 the	 relationship	 between	



















	 Modernist	 elements	within	Hammett’s	 stories	 does	 not	make	his	fiction	




















that	gave	 rise	 to	 fascism	 in	Europe.	 In	her	 study	of	Black Mask,	Erin	Smith	
claims,	“hard-boiled	fiction	between	the	wars	was	concerned	with	rethinking	
identities	in	the	light	of	emergent	consumer	culture,	with	reconciling	a	residual	



























placed	 above	 society	 and	 alienating	 themselves	 from	 it”	 to	protect	 capitalist	
property	interests.106 
	 Both	Hammett’s	writing	 and	European	 fascists	 stressed	 the	 irrationality	
of	modern	 industrial	 capitalism	while	 emphasizing	 its	 corruption.	Edward	
Tannenbaum	observes	that	“from	1919	until	1925,	the	majority	of	the	Black	Shirts	
[in	Italy]	were	alienated	young	men,	a	self-styled	‘lost	generation,’	determined	









machismo—Freedman	 and	Kendrick	 label	 him	as	 a	 “paradigm	of	American	
macho”	while	Breu	analyzes	“hard-boiled	masculinity”—also	shares	much	with	
a	right-wing	misanthropy	at	the	core	of	fascism.110	As	a	former	cadre	in	a	violent	












	 In	 the	 1930s,	Hammett	 became	 a	Communist.	Yet	 there	 is	 nothing	 in	
his	writings	 that	 suggests,	much	 less	 predicts,	 this.	 If	Hammett	 had	died	 of	
tuberculosis	 in	 the	 early	 1930s,	 his	work	would	not	 have	been	 classified	 as	
Marxist.	As	Cynthia	Hamilton	puts	 it,	Hammett’s	 leftist	activism	“shed	 little	
























personality,	and	.	.	.	also	did	quite	a	bit	of	teaching	at	Party-led	schools.”116 It is 
impossible	to	draw	a	political	thread	from	Hammett’s	early	writing	to	his	final	
days	around	the	Communist	Party.
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